II
There can be no doubt as to why the central panel has received more attention than the outer wings: the bizarre, visionary quality of the iconography and the esoteric medium of gilded gesso relief are delectably intriguing to scholars of medieval and Renaissance art, inviting their analysis and interpretation. The most difficult motifs to understand in this panel are the golden rays issuing from Christ's navel. There is no known visual or textual precedent for this imagery, and Öffner suggests the rays ar efistulae, or liturgical straws, used to imbibe the wine/blood of Christ during communion ceremonies.6 Seen in this light, Pacino's symbolic rendering depicts the Apostles using antique liturgical instruments to literally feed off Christ's immaculate body. Since the patristic tradition, the Communion of the Apostles has been understood as the institution of the liturgical Eucharist. To take just one example, in Saint Augustine of Hippo's account of this episode in his Tractates on the Gospel of John, the bishop understood Christ's salvific blessing, as symbolically reenacted through the institutionalization of the Eucharistie meal, to be a liturgical rite.7 For this reason, traditional depictions of this scene show Christ administering Communion to the Apostles from behind an altar, as on an early Byzantine paten from the mid-sixth century ( fig. 3 ), or around a table in an iteration of the Last Supper.8
In the context of Offner's argument, the strange iconography of Pacino's work could signify a more vernacular and mystical interpretation of the scene, one that is sub- Eucharistie discourses on the visible and the invisible: Pacino graphically inscribed the process of Christ's body becoming visible as the host. Klaus Krüger has argued that the work's iconography points to the literalization of the transubstantiation because the fistulae, doubling as the host, are connected to the body of Christ. Likewise, Victor Schmidt has remarked that Pacino's work "demonstrates the relationship between Eucharistie devotion and the desire to be granted a vision of Christ in yet another fashion," namely, in the figure of the homunculus-Christ present in the host.11 However ingenious Ofïher's interpretation of the scene of Christ and the Apostles maybe, it is difficult to fully accept, for a number of reasons. While it is clear the Apostles and Chiarito are receiving some kind of nourishment from Christ, the panel does not depict the Communion of the Apostles, a subject in which weighty sacerdotal undertones are typically present. Chiarito receives Communion, the holy sustenance -but he cannot administer Communion. He was not a member of the apostolic priesthood, and therefore the primary message of this panel should be reconsidered.12 There are other subtle clues that have been marginalized by the traditional interpretation; they lead to a more nuanced understanding of the patron's possible motivations relating to the message of the work. For one, the Apostles and Chiarito are not the only figures receiving golden According to his Vita, penned by Antonio Maria di Vincenzo Riconesi in 1653, Chiarito was born into a family of good fortune and substantial means in Prato around 1300.22
He never took priestly vows, but lived a charitable life. After his vision of Saint Zenobius, he and his wife, Costanza Dolcibeni, took a vow of chastity and began to oversee the wellbeing of nuns and other women. Long before he was given directorship of Santa Maria Regina Coeli in 1343, he served as the principal representative (governatore e procuratore ) at the monastery of Santa Maria del Fiore (Fiesole), the hermitage of Santa Croce (Fiesole), and the monastery of Santa Margherita di Cafaggiolo (Florence).23 He died sometime between 1348 and 1356, most likely from an illness associated with bubonic plague (Black Death), and was beatified in 1478. His tomb rested under the high altar of the church of Santa Maria Regina Coeli, which also housed some of his relics. When Santa Maria Regina 2O GETTY RESEARCH JOURNAL, NO. 4 (2012) Coeli was founded, Chiarito and Costanza brought their family with them, along with other nuns and virgins under their care in Florence and Fiesole. The founding of the monastery took almost two years and included complex negotiations between the confraternity of Orsanmichele, the prior of San Michelle Berteldi, and the Convertite, a convent of reformed prostitutes for whom, initially, the new monastic complex was built.24
Could Chiarito have commissioned the altarpiece for the founding of the new monastery after all? Unfortunately, the known documentary evidence does not point in that direction. Even though Riconesi dates Chiaritoi visions of the host to 1342 and claims they occurred in the monastery, the monastery had not been built at that date. If
Oťfneťs date of around 1340 is correct, Chiaritoi visions occurred sometime between his vow of chastity in 1328 and 1340. Nevertheless, between these years Chiarito cared for nuns and other women, and this object could have been commissioned for any number of monastic institutions. That he was able to bring Pacino's tabernacle with him to Santa Maria Regina Coeli and install it on an altar suggests that the work's message -which was twofold -was originally directed at a female religious audience. Let us consider the first part of the message at some length. The imagery elevated Chiarito in the minds of the women by establishing him as a visionary who had communicated with the divine. Gentiles who traveled from all over to witness his presence, saying:
The hour is come, that the Son of man should be glorified. Amen, amen I say to you, unless the grain of wheat falling into the ground die, Itself remaineth alone. But if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world, keepeth it unto life eternal.
The Eucharistie theme in this passage was evident to medieval authors. Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-74), for example, understood the passage as Christ comparing himself to a grain of wheat because "the reason he came was to refresh and nourish our spirits, which is principally done by bread made from wheat."28 Moreover, sight and corporeality are important here: the Gentiles traveled to see Jesus in th e flesh; the wheat, a symbol and the physical agent of the Eucharistie host, represents Christ's body. While the sense of sight was essential to medieval Eucharistie practices in the later Middle Ages and metaphysical visions were crucial in legitimizing Chiarito as an exemplar for nuns, Pacino's use of sculpted relief to emphatically remind beholders of Christ's tangible, bodily presence effectively formalized these themes. In the central panel, Pacino employs a cunning wit in mediating the relationship between the sense of sight and touch. By using high relief to create the triumphant figure of Christ and the supplicating Apostles, the sacral immediacy of the image takes on new weight. Not a flat, twodimensional image, relief endows the figures with true three-dimensionality and a corporeality that beholders would feel a strong desire to touch: Christ's flesh is palpable.29 Indeed, the tabernacle retains evidence of physical contact with its beholders. The faces of Christ's tormentors were scratched off of scenes on the left panel, an act of iconoclasm clearly evident in Christ Before Herod and The Flagellation. In the central panel, in a clever addition by an unknown hand, a crouching dragon was painted behind Chiarito in his vision of the incarnate-host, perhaps suggesting that, through Beato Chiaritoi benevolence and devotion, the monastery and its inhabitants would be safe from the temptations of the outside world. Finally, the central panel is noticeably worn. It is tempting to suggest that the wear was caused by beholders, in a heightened state of devotion, touching the relief -though to my knowledge there are no conservation reports supporting this hypothesis.30
When considered as a mixed-media image, the Chiarito Tabernacle and the issues it raises can be contextualized within a wider corpus of medieval devotional imagery. Here, a "mixed-media image" refers to an object that combines traditional mediums of painting and sculpture in order to visibly enhance a divine figure's tangibility and thus endow it with a sense of physical corporeality in relation to the pictorial field. These objects include, but are not limited to, altarpieces such as the Madonna with the Large Eyes made for the cathedral of Siena (fig. 7) ; painted crucifixes and Sedes sapientiae (thrones of wisdom); and "relief-icons."31 These images were thought to contain the real presence of a holy personage, either literally (that is, as a reliquary) or relationally, functioning as a tangible conduit to the divine by calling to mind and to sight the material form of Christ or a saint.32 Such messages were relayed through the spatially dynamic interplay of painting Moreover, analyzing the original viewing conditions of the altarpiece sheds new light on how Pacino's techniques enabled beholders to visualize the materialization of Christ's body and fostered a dynamic relationship between sculpted relief and spectator. The golden rays, Christ, and the Apostles all possess corporeality and project from the surface. Clearly, Pacino designed this work to be seen from an oblique line of sight, by a beholder kneeling and looking up at the Christus Dominus on an altar, a pose Chiarito adopts three times in the center panel. When the altarpiece is viewed from this kneeling position, the forms appear more natural and the figures' materiality becomes more perceptible than when seen from a standing position, and the figures emerge from the gilt background in a virtual state. From a low vantage point, the material differences between figure and surface become evident.37 The palpable sense of Christ's body is also evident when the object is lit in certain ways-either by oblique, natural lighting or by candlelight, both of which are typical in medieval churches. Viewed in natural raking light, the figures in relief appear more tactile, and the holiest parts of this work-which were consciously produced to relay a message of corporeality to beholders-look more fully three-dimensional ( fig. 8) . 12. Though called a clericus in his Vita, Chiarito was a layman; he was married and had a family. To my knowledge, there are no known documents that disclose his membership in a monastic order, even a tertiary order, and he certainly did not take priestly vows.
13 . Otto Von Simpson has argued that images of the Mercy Seat ( Gnadenstuhl ) , sometimes called the Throne of Grace, refer to the passage in Hebrews 4:16 in which Christ's crucifixion is typologically related to sacrifices performed by the high priest on a propitiatorium, or portable altar. In this rendition, God sits in judgment and presents beholders with Christ's body and blood, through which they may gain forgiveness, or mercy, at the end of time. The passage reads: "Adeamus ergo cum fiducia ad thronum gratia ut misericordiam consequamur et gratiam inveniamus in auxilio oportuno" (Let us go therefore with confidence to the throne of grace: that we may obtain mercy, and find grace in seasonable aid). See Otto Von Simpson, "Über Die Bedeutung Von Masaccios Trinitätsfresko in S. Maria Novella," Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen, 8 (1966): 119-59, esp. 126-30 . Herbert L. Kessler has recently argued that Pacino utilized perspective in the image of the Holy Trinity to distinguish it from the relief of Christ and the Apostles and the less-illusionistic scenes of Christ's life and Chiarito's visions. In this way, Pacino was able to focus attention on the centrality of the Trinity in relation to the Eucharistie theme of the altarpiece, while at the same time reminding beholders of the distance between themselves and God, a distance they could bridge only through God's mercy. See Herbert L. Kessler, "Speculum," Speculum 86 (2011), 10.
14. Baert noticed that the crowd received the blood of Christ, but she did not specify that the nuns were the only members of the audience who were marked out. She also argued that this was a vision of Chiarito because he has golden rays coming out of his eyes. However, upon close inspection of the panel in situ it is clear he has no rays coming out of his eyes. The two faint lines in black pigment near his eyes were used to define some aspect of the pulpit; one can find these lines just behind Chiarito, as well as on the pulpit's steps. See Baert, "Nourished by Inwardness," 30. The issue as to why nuns would be depicted
